
In a matter of one weekend, the operations within Family Health
Network (FHN) were turned upside down, in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic.

In the battle against COVID-19, FHN staff come together
daily, as a team, to create and continuously revise a cohesive
plan to ensure the health and safety of patients, employees,
the organization, and the community.

Kim Osborne, Chief Executive Officer at FHN, reflects on her
new role, “little did I know, that six months into my tenure as
CEO, the organization would be battling an unprecedented
pandemic. Reflecting on my 30 years in healthcare, I have
never seen or been involved in anything that has upended how
healthcare is delivered, to this degree or magnitude”.

Osborne continues, “FHN delivers a large portion of the
primary care in this community and we have a responsibility
to be available for our patients, specific to health concerns
related to the COVID-19 virus but also, for the well care, acute,
and chronic health issues that comprised the majority of our
business prior to the start of the pandemic”.

Although operationally things may look different, serving our
patients, remains a priority. Within a week of the pandemic,
in the effort to counter the reduction of in-person visits,
FHN executed a plan to provide care to patients through both
telemedicine and telephonic visits that allow a patient to
see a provider without having to come into the health center.
In person visits are still happening when necessary and if you
do not have a primary care provider (PCP), FHN continues to
accept new patients.

It is with deep appreciation that Osborne thanks staff on
the front lines and behind the scenes, who despite their
own personal circumstances, fears, and worries, show up to
work every day to ensure the patients and residents of the
community are well cared for.

Like Osborne, Cathy Feuerherm, the Cortland County Health
Department (CCHD) Public Health Director, leads the County’s
efforts amid the evolving pandemic. Feuerherm stresses that
“we must change the way we live if we are going to resist the
impact of this epidemic. Do your part: Stay home. That is the
single most important thing someone can do right now. Protect
yourself and save lives: only go out alone for the essentials.”

Both organizations have an internal Incident Command System
(ICS) that allows for emergency preparation for situations like
the COVID-19 pandemic. The two organizations collaborate as
community partners in the event a county wide ICS is triggered.
Maintaining and practicing the ICS enables FHN and the CCHD
to effectively and efficiently respond to actual emergencies.

Feuerherm articulates the collective efforts of FHN and the
CCHD by stating that, “Health Care providers like FHN are on
the frontline and we depend upon their expertise in numerous
aspects related to the COVID-19 response. Informed decisions
to adjust the delivery of services to meet the needs of their
patients and the community at large is critically important to
mitigate the effects of this disease.”

In response to COVID-19, FHN now offers telehealth and
telephonic visits to make certain patients are receiving the
health care they need. These services have been implemented
to allow for long-distance patient and provider contact to
encourage patients to keep their medical appointments.

Telehealth is the distribution of health-related services and
information through electronic communication. Telehealth is
user-friendly and requires the use of a smart phone, computer,
or tablet. Patients maintain the ability to speak with a nurse,
complete basic screening questions, and have an allotted block
of time with their provider. Providing telehealth services is an
alternative way to help FHN patients remain actively engaged
in their health care from the comfort and safety of their home.

In addition to telehealth services, drive thru COVID-19 testing
is available at FHN’s Cortland Health Center located at 4038
West Road. Testing is for FHN patients who meet criteria and
have an order from their FHN provider. If you are experiencing
COVID-19symptomsanddonothaveaPCP,call FHN toschedulea
new patient appointment.

Both telehealth and drive thru services allow FHN to conserve
Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), and keep potentially
infected patients out of the health centers and away from other
patients and staff, helping to contain the spread of the virus
and keeping everyone safe. The professional relationships
that FHN has built over the years with outside agencies has
safeguarded the organization’s ability to receive sufficient
inventory of safety and testing supplies during this challenging
time of extreme shortages.

FHN continues to serve patients for ongoing routine care,
well-baby visits, family planning, prenatal care, and sick
visits both in the office and through telehealth services.

Staff at FHN will see patients in the office for visits that
require medically necessary face-to-face evaluation. Currently,
mental health visits are 100% virtual, and dental staff are
seeing patients for emergency visits only.

Dr. Douglas Rahner, Chief Medical Officer at FHN, states that
many new policies have been instituted to protect both patients
and staff. Recently, a “no waiting room” policy has been
implemented for in-person visits, which advises patients to go
directly from their car to an exam room. All patients, staff, and
visitors who enter the health centers are screened for fever
and symptoms of COVID-19, and are required to wear a mask.

The CCHD is the greatest force in the community responsible
for monitoring and tracking Cortland County COVID-19 cases.
The CCHD receives notification of positive COVID-19 test results
through the Electronic Clinical Laboratory Reporting System,
from local providers who order testing and receive results, and
through referrals from other hospitals, counties, and states.

Once a positive test is reported for a confirmed Cortland
County resident, public health staff contact the individual
to confirm phone numbers, address, and date of birth. Once
all information is gathered, the contact tracing investigation
begins. Information is gathered from the positive COVID-19
patient such as, possible exposure to a known positive,
employment, recent close contacts, places they have been
since they were tested, where they have been since first
showing symptoms, and contact information for anyone in their
household or who may have been exposed up to 48 hours
prior to symptoms or testing. The CCHD states that each
case is “unique and can expand to include as few as a couple
household members to passengers on an international flight.”

A close contact is described as someone who is sharing the
same household, in direct physical contact, in direct contact
with infectious secretions of a COVID-19 case, or being within
6 feet of a case for 10 minutes or more.

With this information, public health nurses and support staff
prepare public health orders issued by the Public Health
Director, and authorized by Public Health Law for Mandatory
Isolation for the positive individual, and Mandatory Quarantine
for close contacts. The CCHD explains that the length of
the order is dependent upon the time of last exposure for
the contacts, and symptoms of the positive individual.

Public health nurses have two contacts each day with positive
individuals to ensure they are adhering to the health order
and review any potential developing symptoms. For individuals
in quarantine, it is important to take your temperature daily and
record any symptoms. If you develop a fever above 100.4˚F
or need other assistance, please call your PCP or the local
health department if you do not have a PCP, and staff can help
determine if you should seek medical attention.

There are conditions of mandatory quarantine that the public
needs to be aware of, and it is with the utmost importance that
they are followed: DO NOT leave your quarantine location for any
non-essential reason, DO NOT use public transportation or go
to shopping centers, DO NOT have friends or family around you,
DO wear a face mask if you need to use a shared bathroom or
go to a health care appointment, etc., DO create separate living
space from other members of the household, and DO limit one
caregiver to sick or symptomatic individuals.

Individuals who are mandated to isolate or quarantine due to
COVID-19, please know there are resources within Cortland
County to help you acquire necessities. 211 is a good source;
please visit https://www.211cortland.org/program-and-
organizational-updates for more information.

Health officials at the CCHD consistently communicate the
recommended actions to take to protect yourself and others
by practicing social distancing, washing your hands, covering
your cough, and taking caution with those at highest risk.

Planning ahead and being prepared during this pandemic
allows for individuals to appropriately take care of themselves
and their families. It is vital for the community to remain vigilant
with prevention; monitor your temperature at home, utilize
face coverings when in public, pick up extra non-perishable
food items, and have plenty of soap, hand sanitizer, and fever
reducers on hand.

Continuing to slow the spread of COVID-19 through strict social
distancing will remain a priority. Social distancing does not
just help protect yourself and your family, but also, the most
vulnerable groups susceptible to COVID-19, such as: people
aged 60 and older, those with chronic health condition such
as diabetes or asthma, and people with autoimmune disease
or transplants who are taking immunosuppressive drugs.

Jennifer Hillman, a Health Educator and Public Health
Emergency Preparedness Program Coordinator at the CCHD,
stresses the importance for those at higher risk for serious

illness to take actions to reduce exposure, and create a plan
in the event you do become ill. Hillman offers the following tips
to help the community navigate their health during this time
of heightened alertness: follow social distancing precautions,
limit trips out of the home, avoid groups, find options for
delivery, isolate yourself if you become symptomatic, and watch
for signs of severe COVID-19 infection and seek medical
attention immediately by calling 911 if you experience severe
difficulty breathing, persistent chest pain, new confusion or
ability to stay alert, or bluish lips or face.

Mental health remains a vital part of an individual’s overall
health. FHN has mental health counseling available to patients
via telehealth. If you do not have a PCP, FHN is still accepting
new patients. The CCHD public health nurses may also refer to
the NYS COVID-19 Emotional Support Hotline: 1-844-863-9314
to help manage feelings of stress and anxiety.

Osborne anticipates the COVID-19 pandemic leaving a lasting
impact on the healthcare operations at Family Health Network.
“There are system changes we implemented quickly, as a result
of the pandemic, and moving forward, we will make a plan for
how things put in place now, will remain and be folded into our
operations after the pandemic”. Both Osborne and officials at
the CCHD anticipate an increased acceptance of telemedicine
services in health care organizations moving forward. “Patients
like telehealth”,Osborne states after hearing positive feedback.
“It will be a focus of our future strategic planning to determine
how telemedicine will be a part of the existing services we have
offered in the traditional way prior to the pandemic.”

The County suggests that there is a strong push “for increased
broadband into rural areas to support those with Access and
Functional needs, the seniors, and those who are homebound.”

Additionally, it is the “new normal” preventative measures like
social distancing, cleaning and sanitizing, and self-protective
measures that may have a positive impact on numbers
for future flu seasons and vaccination rates. The CCHD hopes
that the community will continue their interest in public health
and have a greater understanding for those with restricted
mobility, while offering more support and accessibility for those
with mental health concerns.

Feuerherm suggests, “Things will continue to get worse before
they get better; but Cortland County is strong, and I know we
can get through this together. Lives are on the line across our
county. We must all do our part to protect those who need us
the most.”

Osborne wants the community to know, “We are here long term
for patients and the community.”

FHN remains open and seeing patients in the office as
medically necessary, and will see patients via telehealth for any
health care need. All five of FHN’s health centers spread over
Cortland and Cayuga counties are open 8:00 AM to 5:00 PM
with varying late nights for patient accommodation, including
Saturday morning hours at the Cortland Health Center from
8:00 AM to 12:00 PM. FHN is still accepting new patients.
Call your local health center or visit www.familyhealthnetwork.org
for more information.

CORTLAND HEALTH CENTER: (607) 758-3008

CINCINNATUS HEALTH CENTER: (607) 863-4126

MARATHON HEATH CENTER: (607) 849-3271

MORAVIA HEALTH CENTER: (315) 497-9066

MORAVIA DENTAL OFFICE: (607) 344-0052
(EMERGENCY VISITS ONLY)

PEDIATRIC/FAMILY PRACTICE HEALTH CENTER:
(607) 753-3774

The CCHD has a hotline for medically related COVID-19
questions at (607) 758-5526 open 8:30 AM – 4:30 PM daily.
This line is monitored during work hours and messages are
returned.

The CCHD’s Jacobus Center for Reproductive Health (JCRH)
remains open Tuesdays and Thursdays 8:30 AM to 4:30 PM.
The Environmental Health Division remains open and servicing
all public health programs that have been deemed essential,
and services also continue through the Children with Special
Needs Division. For further questions regarding CCHD services,
please call (607) 753-5036.

FHN management and clinical staff continue to diligently review
the latest developments from the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC), the New York State Department of
Health (NYSDOH) and the CCHD. As a final thought Dr. Rahner
expresses that, “Family Health Network is committed to
providing up-to-date, compassionate, and safe care. This has
been true in the past and will continue throughout this crisis.”
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